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POPULAR CONTROL OF FOREIGN POLICY: A 
REVIEW OF CURRENT LITERATURE* 

Since the outbreak of the European War there has been pub- 
lished a vast amount of literature dealing with, and largely 
arguing for, a more effective parliamentary control of foreign 
affairs than is furnished by the present arrangement in England. 
The question, while recently acute and most generally discussed, 
was to some extent mooted before the beginning of the present 
hostilities. Bagehot adverted to it in The English Constitution; 
the year 1886 saw the matter come to a vote in the House of 
Commons when a private member moved, "That in the opinion of 
this House it is not just or expedient to embark in war, contract 
engagements involving grave responsibilities for the nation, and 
add territories to the Empire without the knowledge and consent 
of Parliament." Mr. Gladstone's opposition was not unsympa- 
thetic, but the motion was lost by four votes. Since 1886 only 
desultory attention has been given the question. In 191 3, during 
the debate on the Foreign Office Vote, Sir Edward (now Vis- 
count) Grey declared that his policy had been to avoid "making 
secret treaties which entail serious obligations on this country" ; 
as for legislative ratification of treaty engagements — that was a 
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constitutional point which was not germane to the foreign office 
vote. At the same time such an experienced diplomatist as Sir 
Thomas Barclay professed the belief that foreign affairs were 
being conducted in a manner inconsistent with representative 
institutions and that British policy should be brought into closer 
harmony with the national feeling and interests. Finally, the 
matter was discussed in 1914 before the Select Committee on 
House of Commons Procedure, but no definite recommendations 
were made. Interesting extracts from this evidence and from 
the reports on the treatment of international questions by other 
governments which were made in 1912 by British diplomatic 
representatives and published as a Parliamentary Paper are given 
as an appendix to Mr. Ponsonby's volume. 

It was fully realized, furthermore, that the problem of Britan- 
nic cohesion, of better empire governance, was intimately con- 
nected with this agitation for more popular control of foreign 
policy ; in fact, the first report of those interesting groups of men 
of all political faiths and in all parts of the Dominions which 
were formed six years ago to study the Imperial Problem — their 
organ is a quarterly magazine, The Round Table — attempts to 
answer the question, "how a British citizen in the Dominions 
can acquire the same control of foreign policy as one domiciled 
in the British Isles," and has just been published by Mr. Lionel 
Curtis as The Problem of the Commonwealth. But apart from 
this agitation which has been almost entirely directed to the 
larger problem of colonial participation, such acute political 
thinkers as John Bright, Bagehot, Viscount Bryce, Professor 
Sidgwick, and others have long realized that a change must come 
if Demos was not to be excluded from a field of politics which 
the present war has indisputably shown to be far more important 
than those in which the consent of the voter is now asked. 

For, under the English Constitution at the present time, the 
Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs occupies a position 
different from that of any other Minister. Unlike most of his 
colleagues, as Mr. Ponsonby points out, maladministration 
becomes known but rarely, and then only to those who have 
followed foreign questions with considerable care. The Cabinet, 
with each of its twenty members burdened with work in his own 
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department, is unable to act as an advisory council, and thus the 
Foreign Secretary has come to have "all but unlimited dis- 
cretion." Occasionally, to be sure, he does make speeches in 
the country, but these pronouncements on foreign policy are not 
frequent. Furthermore, Mr. Ponsonby objects to the "rarefied 
atmosphere" in which the Foreign Secretary works. Candidates 
for the diplomatic service are obliged to have an income of ^400 
a year. They are necessarily men whose preliminary education 
has been of such a character, much of it probably undertaken 
abroad, that they have had neither time nor opportunity to 
obtain any extensive knowledge of the democratic social and 
political movements in their country. In the service, they 
associate only with those in high official society ; etiquette and 
tact have to be stressed, and the result is that diplomacy becomes 
a highly specialized game and the players come to look upon 
countries as mere pawns on the chessboard of international 
politics. Under such circumstances, guiding principles are 
easily lost sight of. 

Moreover, Parliament is both ignorant and powerless, and has 
apparently been content to see a diminution in the time devoted 
to the consideration of foreign questions. "The Foreign Office 
Vote," says Mr. Ponsonby, "is the one opportunity [there are 
occasional discussions on motions for adjournment, the Ap- 
propriation Bill, and questions asked by members] for a special 
debate on our foreign relations. But even this is dependent on 
the request of the Opposition. In recent years a Session has 
been known to pass without the Foreign Office Vote being taken 
at all. The small minority— and it is very small— of members 
on both sides of the House who are especially interested, and 
who may from their knowledge foresee difficulties and dangers 
ahead, is practically powerless if it desires to have a debate. In 
1914 a day and a half was devoted to the Vote. The first half- 
day of four and a half hours would probably have been all that 
would have been allotted had not the Opposition had to choose 
the subject for another spare day and selected the Foreign Office 
Vote for no special reason except, perhaps, as it appeared by the 
attendance of the debate, that many members had to be away on 
that day." Yet, even at these infrequent debates, the discussion 
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on particular points can be checked by the Foreign Secretary's 
refusal to disclose information as "not in the public interest." 
Effective control may be exerted because the House of Commons 
need not vote money unless there is general approval of admin- 
istration; but this control in actual practice is more apparent 
than real, since administrative acts in other departments are 
fairly well known, while the activities of the foreign service are 
obscured. The supplies must be voted and the character of the 
administration taken on faith. 

Mr. Ponsonby is one of the few writers who are constructive 
as well as critical; his programme is fully outlined. He would 
have the Foreign Office Vote discussed annually as a matter of 
regular procedure and for two days, with a complete statement 
from the Foreign Secretary ; every treaty and commitment — its 
specific clauses as well as general content — would have to be 
ratified by Parliament, whose consent would be necessary for a 
declaration of war ; the people would be taken into the confidence 
of the Foreign Secretary through periodical pronouncements on 
foreign affairs, especially when Parliament was not sitting. To 
make easier the exertion of legislative control he suggests the 
appointment of a Foreign Affairs Committee in the Commons. 
The same programme, with perhaps greater stress laid upon the 
committee feature and upon the necessity for recruiting the 
foreign office service in a more democratic way, is urged by Mr. 
Philip Snowden (also a member of Parliament) in his paper on 
"Democracy and Publicity in Foreign Affairs," which is a very 
able statement of the case against secrecy. 

Several writers of the works under review are identified with 
the Union of Democratic Control, an organization formed a few 
months after the outbreak of the war for the laudable purpose of 
securing to "ourselves and the generations that succeed us, a new 
course of policy which will prevent a similar catastrophe tot his 
present war ever again befalling our Empire." One of the four 
cardinal points insisted upon by the programme of the Union is 
that no treaty or engagement shall be entered into without the 
consent of Parliament and that machinery shall be created for 
ensuring democratic control of foreign policy. The Union has 
been bitterly criticised on account of pro-German leanings, the 
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pro-Germanism being — as evinced by the writings of the Hon. 
Secretary, Mr. E. D. Morel, and other pamphleteers — the main- 
tenance of the thesis that the Central Powers were by no means 
wholly responsible for the present conflict, and that England's 
foreign policy contributed to the debacle. 

Mr. Morel's book is a reprint, with a few minor changes, of 
the one entitled Morocco in Diplomacy and publised in 1912. 
The single addendum of any importance is a preface to the third 
(present) edition dealing with two collections of the war's 
diplomatic documents. The French Yellow Book, Mr. Morel 
thinks, completely demonstrates the part played by Morocco in 
bringing on hostilities, and "justifies to the hilt" all that he has 
written. Even more important, however, is the correspondence 
of the Belgian diplomatic representatives resident at Berlin, 
Paris, and London, relative to the Anglo-French policy towards 
Germany. The documents — 119 in number and covering the 
period of 1905-1914— were discovered in the Belgian archives and 
were published by the Norddeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung in July 
and August, 1915. Their content has been discussed by the 
American press, chiefly, however, in relation to the question as 
to whether, by these intrigues and discussions of possible danger 
from, and defence against, Germany, the neutralization of Bel- 
gium was impaired. To Mr. Morel's mind, the correspondence 
of the French Yellow Book invokes a mass of corroborative 
testimony more conclusive than that received by any other writer 
on international affairs during his own lifetime. And, in the 
face of the documents discovered in the official Belgian archives, 
"the charge that Germany cynically planned the war and let Heli 
loose upon Europe is no longer tenable by anyone who retains 
a sense of judgment. The blame has not been hers alone. Ten 
years of secret diplomacy have done their work." 

The detailed argument is not germane to the question of the 
popular control of foreign policy. It is possible, however, to 
read this story of British, French, Spanish, and German interests 
in Morocco, of the Act of Algeciras, its violation, and the 
German intervention (first in 1905 and then with the Panther 
at Agadir in 1911), and the resulting Anglo-French solidarity 
without finding the slightest excuse for Germany's attitude in 
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July and August, 1914. So for as secret diplomacy is concerned, 
England's readiness to support the French case in Morocco was 
made clearly evident by Lloyd George's speech of July 21, 1911; 
and certainly, if for two years after the first publication of Mr. 
Morel's book, Englishmen who thought as he did, with the 
complete story told, with the nature of the Anglo-French entente 
evidenced by its solidarity in an acute crisis (after the Panther 
incident) could not induce a foreign policy less definitely adapted 
to the isolation of Germany, then secret diplomacy is not wholly 
to blame in the particular instance of Morocco. Mr. Morel made 
nations heed what he had to say about the Congo, but here his 
case is not so good. Ten Years of Secret Diplomacy is an able 
but unconvincing polemic. 

Not so scholarly or able, but of a similar tenor, is Mr. 
Hayward's What is Diplomacy? The secret intercourse among 
nations, he asserts, embodies a code of morality which would not 
be tolerated by savages, moral cowardice, and license for high 
political personages "to commit acts the meanness of which 
would make any gentleman kick them out of his back door." 
This case against diplomacy as an "iniquitous contraption" he 
would justify by a review of the correspondence immediately pre- 
ceding the present war, but he soon drifts into an unconvincing 
argument that British policy, rather than the system itself, was 
largely responsible. Like other writers of the same turn of mind — 
notably Mr. Francis Neilson — he makes a very great deal of the 
fact that England had had naval "conversations" with France, 
and is unable to reconcile Viscount Grey's statement in 1912 
that there was no agreement to cooperate in war, with the ready 
assurance on August 2, 1914, that the British fleet would protect 
the French coast against German aggression. This promise he 
interprets as showing England's eagerness to fight Germany, 
and overlooks entirely the fact that it was necessary for England's 
own safety; that, while the immediate impetus of her entrance 
was the violation of Belgian territory, no one now doubts that 
vital interests and the temper of the nation, completely opposed 
to the German international code, would have drawn England in 
on the side of France. As the London Times said, seven months 
after the war began, "There are still, it seems, some Englishmen 
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and Englishwomen who greatly err as to the reasons that have 

forced England to draw the sword They do not reflect 

that our honour and our interest must have compelled us to join 
France and Russia even if Germany had scrupulously respected 
the rights of her small neighbors." And the Times went on to 
declare bluntly that "we keep our word when we have given it, 
but we do not give it without solid practical reasons and we do 
not set up to be international Don Quixotes, ready at all times 
to redress wrongs which do us no hurt." 

Apart from this attack on England's attitude, and the citation 
of Bismarck's coup in changing the famous Ems telegram, Mr. 
Hayward relies on Mr. Morel's facts concerning Morocco and 
quotes liberally from the latter' s book. To show the perverted 
morality of diplomacy and its false ideals, Mr. Hayward adduces 
as "authorities" works on the German spy system, among them 
a volume well known in the United States — Dr. Armgaard Carl 
Graves's The German Spy System. Mr. Hayward would apply 
to diplomacy "a moderate— but rigid— morality" ; "national 
morality and honour" must be rescued from "irredeemable 
damage through the insidious growth of the destroying fungus 
of this foul disease" of secret diplomacy. Then the problem of 
preserving peace will have been solved. The style of the book 
is forcible but unpleasant and will not commend itself to Ameri- 
can readers. 

How Diplomats Make War was first published anonymously, 
but later with its paternity unconcealed when Mr. Neilson re- 
signed his seat in the House of Commons. It contains a much 
broader indictment of the "licensed camorra" of the Foreign 
Office than Mr. Morel's work on Morocco. The author shows a 
very wide historical grasp and his survey of European diplomacy 
from 1 81 5 to the present time is decidedly able. He does more 
than consider the evils of secret engagements ; he goes at length 
into the motives and nature of European alliances, examines the 
colored papers containing the correspondence of the twelve days 
preceding the war, and attempts to fix the responsibility for the 
beginning of the conflict and the entrance of England. 

The book has many phases and suggests many points well 
worth detailed discussion. For example, Mr. Neilson argues 



514 The Sewanee Review 

that the Treaty of 1839 guaranteeing the neutrality of Belgium 
did not impose any obligation on England. The reasoning is 
curious. The ancillary treaties concluded in 1870 by England 
for the observance of the Treaty by France and Prussia, modified 
the original engagement without the consent of two signatories, 
Russia and Austria. The treaty was thus voided and England 
was relieved of any responsibility when Germany invaded 
Belgium. In comment on this argument, it will be sufficient, 
although of course not conclusive, to say, without laboring the 
points of international law involved, that were Mr. Neilson's 
interpretation correct, it would certainly have been seized upon 
by Germany in her efforts to woo neutral opinion. Yet, although 
there have been two or three mentions of the point, it has re- 
mained for a member of the English Parliament to raise it to the 
dignity of being considered between bound covers. 

Mr. Neilson is bitter against Viscount Grey, whom he accuses 
not only of incompetence, but of bad faith. He attributes Eng- 
land's entrance into the war to "secret diplomacy, conversations 
of military and naval experts, and the plans of General Staffs." 
He pictures Germany as for the most part pacifically inclined, 
as uninfluenced by the militarist propaganda ; he stresses Russian 
insistence on mobilization, and marshals and sometimes twists 
evidence to show that the entrance of England was the greatest 
triumph for French diplomacy since Talleyrand; he criticises 
the failure of Viscount Grey to be more frank and to confess the 
intentions of England, and he maintains that Belgium was a 
mere subterfuge. But he nowhere considers the indisputable 
fact that the Austrian ultimatum led to the war and that the 
aggression against Servia would have been checked at a word 
from Germany. 

And now, after this lengthy but necessarily incomplete 
description of the more important literature on the subject, only 
a few brief general comments may be ventured. Viscount Bryce 
wrote in his work on The American Commonwealth that "the 
day may come when in England the question of limiting the at 
present all but unlimited discretion of the Executive in Foreign 
Affairs will have to be dealt with." The day has arrived, and 
the problem must be settled in the reconstruction following the 
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war, being coupled, as I have indicated, with the question of what 
voice the colonies shall have. Yet to admit this is not to agree 
with Mr. Philip Snowden when he says : — 

The demand for publicity in foreign affair is one phase of 
the age-long struggle for democratic liberty. It is a demand 
for the extension to the sphere of internationalism of the 
principle of popular government, which, whatever its weak- 
nesses may be, is manifestly the only form of government 
possible with the advance of education and modern economic 
and social developments. The destinies of nations have been 
entrusted to kings, nobles, and plutocrats, and they each and 
all failed. We must now trust the people. 

This would assume that the English people have been impotent; 
but has such been the case ? There exists essentially the same 
check on foreign policy that there is on internal policy: Parlia- 
ment can overthrow a government of whose policy it disapproves 
and the people can express their wishes through their chosen 
representatives. A great many Englishmen were no doubt 
stupefied when they found that their country must embark on a 
war, but had they a right to feel aggrieved ? Are not the facts 
that the people could have known but did not care about Britain's 
engagements ? In 1870, Gladstone, the most pacific of Prime 
Ministers, declared that England would go to war with the power 
that violated Belgian territory; the terms of the Treaty of 1839 
were well known, for it was reinforced during the Franco-Prussian 
War; its burdens were fully realized ; there were international 
crises in 1874, 1887, and 1911, and that there was some publicity 
and some popular control following the Panther incident is evident 
from the fact that the people clearly expressed the opinion that 
there should be no secret engagements pledging the country to 
fight in behalf of any power. From then until the outbreak of 
the war, the Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary repeatedly 
told the House of Commons that there were no secret engage- 
ments. 

The trouble has been not with the lack of machinery, not with 
the limitations on debate, not with the refusal of the Cabinet to 
disclose negotiations while in progress, but with the people 
themselves who did not care. Why, parliamentary candidates 
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in England have been advised not to discuss foreign affairs; 
the constituencies were ignorant and uninterested. And as for 
the knowledge of the candidates themselves, Mr. Ponsonby, who 
makes out the best case for democratic control, admits that 
"since the death of Lord Percy there has been no one on the 
Front Opposition Bench in the Commons, with the exception of 
Mr. Balfour, who has any special knowledge of foreign affairs, 
or any experience of foreign administration." There has in fact 
been tolerably substantial agreement between the parties as to 
the foreign policy, and the British Cabinet and the British 
people, far from manifesting any desire to get out of the Belgian 
guarantee and the Triple Entente, actually suffered the land 
forces of the country to be reduced and did not insist upon that 
absolutely essential correlation of foreign policy and armament 
which is so ably shown to be necessary by the author of Ordeal 
by Battle and by Mr. Norman Angell in some of his American 
lectures, and which was fully preached to the people by Lord 
Roberts. 

It is anomalous that the most unimportant bill should require 
the consent of Parliament, while treaties do not ; and it is only 
by the grace of the Foreign Secretary that such an undertaking 
as a general arbitration treaty is submitted to the Commons for 
discussion. It seems desirable that some change should be made, 
perhaps through a committee, perhaps in some other manner, 
realizing of course that a large number of international agree- 
ments attempt to remove causes of quarrel and require secrecy 
until they are practically completed. But constitutional changes 
are unimportant compared with the lack of interest on the part 
of the people. There must be "a public opinion well informed 
on the general position of foreign affairs, enlightened by much 
more definite ideas than we now have of right and wrong in 
international dealings, and, above all, keenly alive to the over- 
whelming importance of this aspect of state action," for, while 
the judgment of working classes is soundest on moral questions, 
it is by no means true that democracies have been pacifically 
inclined. 

Secret diplomacy has failed; we never hear of its many 
successes; but this, its most recent failure, is so stupendous as 
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to overbalance every triumph. It is futile, in arguing for popular 
control, to digress, as do Messrs. Morel, Neilson, and Hayward, 
on tortuous discussions as to Germany's liability; it is futile to 
insist that had not the secret system kept the people from being 
fully informed, there would have been no war, and that dem- 
ocratic control will make for continued peace. Reforms there 
should and must be, but the first and most important is Edu- 
cation. This can be effected with no constitutional change. In 
domestic affairs, through somewhat hard experiences, the people 
have learned that great power without knowledge does not avail 
them as much as knowledge with less power. The people "are 
called upon now to widen their horizon, and to apply the demo- 
cratic conception of education to the new problems which have 
arisen owing to the part which Great Britain is now playing in 
the affairs of Europe" — in a word, to see that British foreign 
policy is kept in consonance with their own intelligent wishes. 
That is possible under the present system; it would only be 
easier with parliamentary control. 

Lindsay Rogers. 
University of Virginia. 



